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Abstract 
Washington Hall has been a welcoming place for artists to gather, create, entertain, and celebrate 
since its construction in 1908. Located in the Central District of Seattle, it has been an important 
arts, cultural and social venue for the diverse communities that surround it. From 1979 to 1998, it 
was the home of On the Boards, a presenter of cutting edge performing artists, local and 
international. Because of the changing nature of the Central District, many arts groups and artists 
who performed at Washington Hall have moved on to venues throughout Seattle. In this way, the 
Hall has had far-reaching impacts on the Seattle arts ecosystem. While the demographics of the 
Central District have evolved dramatically, the history and architecture of Washington Hall still 
draw artists and audiences.  
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Washington Hall: A Place for Artists 
Washington Hall has been a welcoming place for artists to gather, create, entertain, and 
celebrate since its construction in 1908. The Hall has been a cultural home to some, and a venue 
for many communities and art forms. 
From its early years, Washington Hall's dance hall and meeting rooms were also used by 
groups of various ethnic backgrounds including African Americans, Euro Americans, 
Filipino Americans, and Jewish Americans. The dance hall was a popular performance 
venue for dance, music, theater, and lectures and was rented out frequently. (Woo, 2010, 
p. 16) 
Because of the changing nature of the Central District, many arts groups and artists who 
performed or were residents at Washington Hall have since relocated to their own arts venues 
elsewhere in Seattle. In this way, the Hall has had far-reaching impacts within the Seattle arts 
ecosystem. Thanks in part to long-time tenant On the Boards, this reach extends across the 
American and world theater and dance communities. 
History 
The Danish Brotherhood in America, Seattle Lodge #29, commissioned the construction 
of Washington Hall in 1907. Completed in 1908, the building offered residential boarding 
facilities for newly arrived Danish immigrants, meeting and social spaces for lodge members, 
and an income-producing dance hall and performing arts venue for the larger community. The 
Danish community also opened up Washington Hall to Seattle's many diverse ethnic groups. The 
surrounding Central District and nearby North Rainier Valley were home to a wide variety of 
ethnic communities: African, Asian, and European American. Although racial segregation in 
public places and accommodations was not the law in Washington State, de facto segregation 
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meant that the majority of Seattle’s non-white population lived, worshipped, and socialized 
within the Central District and South Seattle neighborhoods. Washington Hall as a performance 
venue benefited from the proximity of other prominent buildings that had significant ties to 
immigrant populations, such as the Seattle Japanese Language School and Chevra Bikur Cholim, 
one of Seattle's largest Orthodox Sephardic Jewish synagogues, later the Langston Hughes 
Performing Arts Center (Woo, 2010). 
For a long time, the structure embodied the soul of Seattle’s Central Area. Early African 
American settlers and their descendants formed mutual benefit societies and charitable 
organizations to support each other socially and economically (Mumford, 1980). Many of these 
groups rented Washington Hall for dances, meetings, and concerts. The first documented jazz 
performance by a local ensemble in Seattle took place there in 1918, when Lillian Smith's Jazz 
Band played the Grand Benefit Ball for the NAACP (De Barros, 1993, p. 10). Billie Holiday 
headlined a community dance at the Hall in 1951 (Historic Theaters, 2001). In the 1950s, a 
Garfield High School club, the Bon Temps—headed by Carver Gayton, founding director of the 
Northwest African American Museum, and his friends—booked the Hall for dances to the latest 
R&B records (Kedelsky, 2007). 
In 1973, the Danish Brotherhood sold the building to the Sons and Daughters of Haiti, an 
African American Masonic lodge, who continued to use the first floor rooms for their own 
organization and rent out the second floor as a performance space (Woo, 2010). Throughout over 
a century as an event space, Washington Hall has remained under non-profit ownership. But 
those owners did not impose moral guidelines on their tenants. The Hall’s users have ranged 
from left-wing extremist groups, to cult-like religious organizations such as the Children of God 
and the Jesus People (Mumford, 2014). Given that history, it was no surprise that the founding 
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artists of On the Boards (OtB) were attracted to the space. Not only was its wide-open 
architecture ideal for their performances, but their work would be free from the moralistic 
oversight in force in other dance halls in Seattle at the time. OtB’s collective of outsider artists 
knew that Washington Hall and those who performed there had a history of making history. 
 
Washington Hall, circa 2007. Photo by Joe Mabel. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Seattle_-_Washington_Hall_01.jpg 
On the Boards at Washington Hall Performance Gallery 
On the Boards became Washington Hall’s primary tenant in 1979 after many other rental 
relationships, most of which were short-lived. This relationship would become one of the longest 
owner-tenant arrangements in the Hall’s history. Many still call the space the “Washington Hall 
Performance Gallery” as On the Boards marketed it. 
Andrea Wagner, OtB’s Managing Director from 1979-92, described cultural tensions 
between On the Boards and their landlord, the Sons of Haiti. On the Boards’ board created an 
all-male facilities subcommittee to liaise with the Sons, who displayed a distinct lack of 
willingness to have business dealings with her as a female leader. She recalls more positive 
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relationships with the residents in surrounding buildings, particularly a local man living in a 
house nearby who would act as a volunteer parking attendant for OtB’s shows and as a 
community liaison, doing word of mouth marketing for their productions within the Central 
District. Relations with their neighbors were jovial in contrast to the Sons of Haiti (A. Wagner, 
personal communication, March 3, 2020). 
The period in which On the Boards was in residence was an opportunity for cultural and 
social exchange between artists from outside the neighborhood and those living in the Central 
District. Many of the folks working with On the Boards lived nearby in Capitol Hill or the 
Central District in inexpensive apartments, although no one lived at Washington Hall as had 
members of the Danish Brotherhood. OtB presented national and international artists. This 
distance changed the way the space was used, and the art created there. 
A Special Place Poses Special Challenges 
“It’s been well-documented that higher ceilings provide better air circulation and, when 
paired with large windows, can provide more natural light. Both prevent spaces from feeling 
‘stuffy’ and can benefit the physical and emotional health of an individual” (Globalnex, n.d., 
para. 4). This suggests that Washington Hall’s many open spaces create a better environment for 
art-making of all kinds, but especially those that require freedom of movement. Some attribute 
the upstairs auditorium’s fine acoustics to its curved walls. Having living quarters on-site 
suggests that this could be an ideal space for artist residencies. 
By 1979, when OtB moved in, Washington Hall was suffering from deferred 
maintenance. Wagner describes visible damage from water, fire, and earthquakes over the 
decades. Performances were often punctuated by drips of water leaking from the roof to rusty 
buckets strategically placed on stage and among the audience. External damage was visible to 
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those walking by (personal communication, March 3, 2020). Although the building was privately 
owned, it had been used by government and community groups, as a polling place, and for public 
gatherings from religious services and political rallies to classes and arts events (Woo, 2010). 
The building was important to the neighborhood, and its poor condition sent a signal to the 
community of the lack of care given to its culturally significant structures.  
When it was built in 1908,  Washington Hall predated modern standards for accessibility. 
The Sons of Haiti installed a ramp to the ground floor (Woo, 2010). But the Hall would wait 
forty more years for an elevator. Community leaders agreed that lack of access was a 
shortcoming of the stewardship of Washington Hall historically. 
Wagner often hired artists or the spouses of artists performing at OtB, whose day jobs 
were as plumbers or electricians. In-kind donations of labor were one way that On the Boards 
dealt with their landlords’ hands-off management in the 1980s and 90s. They began to take on 
more building maintenance, from community painting parties for the theater’s walls and sets, to 
eventually getting permission to refinish the floors. However, the production technicians did not 
collaborate with the Sons of Haiti in building maintenance to any significant degree (A. Wagner, 
personal communication, March 3, 2020). 
In 1998, On the Boards left Washington Hall for another historic building. Queen Anne 
Hall, a large square brick building similar in appearance to Washington Hall has been renovated 
into the Behnke Center for Contemporary Performance, OtB’s current home (On the Boards, 
n.d.). Nu Black Arts West Theatre succeeded On the Boards at Washington Hall, renting the 
space from 1998-2001. They would be the Hall’s last major arts tenant (Woo, 2010). After 2001, 
Washington Hall was mostly rented as a venue for short-term events. 
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Enter, Stage Left 
On January 7, 2009, the City of Seattle's Landmarks Preservation Board approved 
designation of Washington Hall as a city landmark. The Sons of Haiti sold the building to 
Historic Seattle for $1.5 million in June of that year. 4Culture, King County’s arts and cultural 
preservation agency, and Historic Seattle each contributed $250,000 toward the purchase, and 
Historic Seattle started renovating the building in four phases (Mumford, 2014). 
Roxanne Hornbeck, Managing Director and founder of the quiet theater company, rented 
Washington Hall from Historic Seattle for several shows beginning in 2009. This was prior to 
any major renovations, a transitional time for the space. Hornbeck describes a very different 
relationship to the owners than On the Boards’ experience with the Sons of Haiti, though her 
attraction to, and experience of the building were similar to Wagner’s. 
I first went to Washington Hall in 2009. My partner and I had just moved to Seattle the 
year before, and our arts organization was looking for community space for our 
interdisciplinary projects. Specifically, we were looking for a space that was open, 
versatile, and located in a place that was part of the community we served. With our 
organization’s mission to use art as a medium for social change, the history of WH was 
especially intriguing, given that it had served as an intergenerational cultural center in the 
Central District for 100 years. (R. Hornbeck, personal communication March 13, 2020) 
Historic Seattle brought a stronger sense of stewardship to Washington Hall. More 
stringent care was taken in terms of day-to-day facility regulations and venue management. 
Hornbeck described the management situation in 2009. 
There was a Technical Director, Ilvs Strauss, that I believe lived on site for some of that 
time. [Ilvs] was in charge of caring for the space and handling all the outside rental 
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details. We were not allowed to make any permanent additions or alterations to the space. 
We were not allowed to use nails or any fixtures beyond masking tape and some gaffer’s 
tape for a few cords. We did mount an entire new musical in the space at one point, so we 
certainly loaded it up with lots of equipment. There were only a few small 
closets/boarded off areas to store anything throughout the week… There were many 
blocked off spaces throughout the hall and places we were not allowed to have artists or 
patrons. We were told by Ilvs, on behalf of management, that the living quarters in the 
back would be converted to artist living spaces and that our rental fees certainly helped 
that to move forward. Over the next couple of years, we saw definite improvements to 
electrical and plumbing issues, but many of the aesthetic issues, as well as the living 
quarters in the back, remained the same. (personal communication March 13, 2020) 
A Place for Artists is The Place To Be 
In 2010, Washington Hall was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. In May 
of 2016, Historic Seattle completed the $9.9 million restoration (Historic Seattle, n.d.). The 
Hall’s owners are invested in the Central District community and its local art and artists. Historic 
Seattle’s application for National Landmark status describes the building’s cultural significance 
and the physical damage it suffered over time. By repairing the building and making it more 
accessible, its owners signal their renewed commitment to serving the Central District’s residents 
and protecting their history. 
Architecture is not the only aspect of Washington Hall worth saving. Those who enter the 
Hall comment on the spiritual resonance of sharing a stage with Martin Luther King Jr., Billie 
Holiday, Elvis Costello, and a young Jimi Hendrix, among many others. Like the building itself, 
these stories need to be recorded and shared, to enhance the spiritual impact for all who enter. 
Vivian 
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Wagner spoke wistfully of the connection between Washington Hall and the surrounding 
community. On the Boards valued that connection “because we were interested in working with 
communities and our neighborhood (personal communication, March 3, 2020). In this time of 
social isolation, conversations like this one about places we used to gather in groups can be 
bittersweet. Hornbeck muses on the future of Washington Hall: “I hope it is supported as an 
historic space and given the full funds to remain a hopeful and inclusive space for all bodies and 
voices in the Central District” (personal communication, March 13, 2020). 
Washington Hall is a great example of how a physical structure enables creative 
expression by its inhabitants. Buildings like Washington Hall can and should be renovated, 
restored, and rented. To keep these spaces alive keeps alive relationships and stories that, due to 
the unprecedented social isolation we face today as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, are 
more important than ever. Plans for Washington Hall will surely change  due to limits on public 
gathering being put in place to combat COVID-19. Innovative solutions like live-streamed art 
events held by a small number of artists, attended by many others remotely, could sustain and 
continue to honor Seattle’s elder arts spaces. 
 
Method Note: 
This case study was developed by L.E. Webster, MFA 2020, as part of Seattle University’s MFA 
in Arts Leadership applied research seminar focused on the Arts Ecosystem Research Project. 
Interviews were conducted with Andrea Wagner, Managing Director of On the Boards from 1979 
to 1992, now a consultant in arts management; and Roxanne Hornbeck, Managing Director of 
Quiet Productions and Assistant Professor of Arts Leadership at Seattle University; as part of this 
research during Winter quarter 2020. Susan Kunimatsu provided editing and additional research.  
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